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Abstract—In this empirical study, the general research 
question is “How do cultural values impact the global virtual 
teams (GVTs) practices when they communicate and 
collaborate using computer mediated communication 
(CMC)?" In particular, we explore the phenomenon of 
Malaysian GVTs working with culturally diverse members at a 
distance. In order to obtain in-depth understanding of such 
phenomenon, we employed a qualitative research methodology. 
We conducted semi-structured interviews with twenty-two (22) 
managers (from middle to high level) working in government 
link corporations (GLCs) and multinational corporations 
(MNCs). We found that there were distinctive intercultural 
communicative behaviors, all rooted in their diverse cultural 
values, beliefs, and attitudes. We establish interesting insights 
and understanding of computer mediated communication 
behaviors pertaining to patterns of usage and decision making 
processes. 
Keywords-global virtual teams; cultural values; intercultural 
communication; multinational corporations; Malaysia. 
I. INTRODUCTION 
The distributed work structure has strongly 
benefitted MNCs as organizations can reduce the costly  
business trips. Such emerging work structure is known as 
global virtual teams (GVTs) in which the team members are 
non-collocated geographically. We define GVTs as team 
members who collaborate and operate together in a different 
geographical location, have diverse cultural background 
members, are heavily dependent on computer mediated 
communication (CMC) tools for communication and 
collaboration at a distance, and have less or no opportunities 
to meet prior to the project (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999; 
Shachaf, 2008; Zakaria, Amelinckx & Wilemon, 2004). As 
such, GVTs have reduced the need for travel in managing 
global projects due to the use of varied CMC technologies. 
Hence, the human resource manager in an MNC can 
alleviate some of the challenges of expatriation, adaptation, 
and acculturation.  Despite these benefits, the global work 
phenomenon is not as simplistic as it might appear. In fact, 
when people cross geographic boundaries even virtually, 
and team members become more dispersed in location, 
cultural complexities arise.  
The increasing use of GVTs in MNCs strongly 
implies that such emerging work structures are and will 
continue to be heavily dependent on electronic collaboratory 
tools such as email, videoconferencing, teleconferencing, 
instant messaging, chat and many more. 
With these tools, additional problems and challenges 
will emerge when managing a distributed work structure, 
including the many complex dimensions of cultural values.  
For instance, problems with communication and 
collaboration using technology will surface because not all 
people are comfortable working with others using a medium 
with limited non-verbal cues such as email. Yet many 
people find email an efficient tool to operate across the 
globe despite its technological limitations. Indeed, with the 
rise of the global market and the global information society, 
it is likely that workers will encounter more different 
cultures than ever before.  Empirical studies have looked at 
the emergent structure of GVTs, but limited research has 
fully examined the impact of culture on GVT effectiveness 
(Evaristo, 2004; Gillam & Oppenheim, 2008; Shachaf, 
2008; Zhang, Lowry, Zhou & Fu, 2007; Zhang & Lowry, 
2008). The understanding of how cultural factors influence 
the effectiveness of GVTs around the world has not received 
sufficient attention, particularly from scholars in 
interdisciplinary fields such as information systems, 
computer-mediated communication (CMC), cross-cultural 
management, and international management. 
In particular, the empirical understanding of GVTs in the 
Malaysian context and their management practices is almost 
non-existent.  Malaysia presents a unique opportunity to 
examine management practices of GVTs because Malaysia 
has a unique composition of cultural diversity (Malays, 
Chinese, and Indians). The distinct cultural values of these 
three ethnic groups can have a powerful impact on their 
performance in organizations, hence fundamental research is 
warranted. Different cultures have different management 
styles; it is also important, therefore, to understand the 
communication patterns in order to provide in-depth 
descriptions of Malaysian cultural dynamics. Thus the 
general research question is “How do cultural values impact 
the management practices, in particular global virtual 
teams’ communicative behaviors when people collaborate 
using CMC?"  To explore this question, we used a cross-
cultural theoretical lens to develop a cultural understanding 
based on communicative behavior differences between 
Eastern and Western countries.  The following section 
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summarizes the cross-cultural theoretical lens applied in the 
study. 
II. METHODOLOGY
For this study we employed a qualitative method to explore 
the management practices of GVTs with respect to different 
cross-cultural communication patterns and styles. The 
method is most appropriate because the phenomenon has 
not been fully understood, particularly in the context of 
Malaysia and in the investigation of the impact of culture on 
GVTs. We conducted in-depth interviews with 22 managers 
(from middle to high level of managerial positions—refer to 
Table 1.0) working in GLCs and MNCs. We interviewed 
members of the three different ethnic groups: Malay, 
Chinese and Indian.  
The study looked at a specific aspect of culture called 
context, which takes two forms: high context or low context 
communicative behaviors; context also encompasses other 
cross-cultural dimensions such as individualism-
collectivism, diffuse vs. specific, and uncertainty avoidance. 
The primary medium of collaboration for GVTs is computer 
mediated communication, including email, instant 
messaging, and video conferencing. We found evidence of 
distinctive cross-cultural communication patterns, all rooted 
in team members' diverse cultural values, beliefs, and 
attitudes. 
The respondents were recruited using snowball 
sampling. At first, we wanted to conduct a systematic 
sampling by recruiting managers from MNCs and GLCs, 
but it was difficult to get access to the organizations due to 
confidentiality issues. Over time, we managed to obtain 
participants from several key representative ethnic groups 
who then generated more respondents by recruiting 
colleagues who had GVT experience. We also selected 
samples of the different ethnic groups in proportion to their 
representation in the Malaysian population at large: Malay 
60%, Chinese 25%, Indian 8%, and other ethnic groups 8% 
(Gannon & Pillai, 2010).   
The primary purpose of using the qualitative method 
in this study is to provide rich descriptions of the cultural 
impact on GVTs, since this kind of study is scarce at 
present. In that respect, all respondents provided rich 
descriptions of their GVT experiences through vivid 
illustrations—e.g. their thinking patterns, emotions 
displayed, and actions taken in several collaborative 
encounters faced as team members.  
For the data analysis we used content analysis. First, we 
created themes for key management practices that emerged 
from the data. Additionally, we drew upon existing literature 
in this domain to provide context and analysis. We 
inductively coded the interview data to uncover patterns of 
intercultural communication styles analyzed against three 
distinct management practices:  decision making, and 
technology usage. 
III. FINDINGS
In this section, we elaborate on the findings relating 
to two management practices that emerged during the 
interviews. Participants from all ethnic groups expressed 
their thoughts, feelings, and actions under consistent themes 
in regards to their experiences with two distinct cultures, 
those of Eastern and Western countries. As a result, this 
study yielded rich descriptions of the ways the respondents 
experienced working with diverse cultural orientations. For 
example, we tried to identify whether there are similarities 
or differences  (1) within ethnicity (Malays, Chinese, and 
Indians), that is whether there are discrepancies in the way 
they described their experiences working in GVTs, and (2) 
across nationality in the teams they worked with, i.e. 
Eastern countries vs. Western countries.  The former is 
intercultural analysis, the latter is cross-cultural analysis.  
We found lesser variation in the GVT experience at the 
intercultural level (that is, within the three ethnic groups), 
but greater variations at the cross-cultural level (that is, in 
teams that collaborated across different countries). 
However, it must be properly acknowledged that variations 
within culture, are as significant as variations between 
cultures, particularly in the case of Malaysia, and both types 
may occur in a single GVT.  In this study, we only report on 
the cross-cultural variations.  
A. Decision Making 
Making decisions in a distributed setting can be very 
challenging particularly when it involves GVTs.  As clearly 
discussed by many respondents (M61, M7, M8,M11, M12, 
C20, C22, I1, I2), people make decisions by taking into 
account key questions, including who makes the decisions, 
how to make decisions, why decisions are needed, and when 
best to make decisions. Those issues are evaluated in light 
of cultural differences. For example, Samad (M5) felt that 
an email could not be used with team members from Eastern 
cultures when a crucial decision is needed. His strategy thus 
was to arrange a face-to-face discussion.  An email is for the 
basic non-critical communication. 
 However, Samad also said he felt using instant 
messaging (IM) worked better than email as he could do 
small talks. Small talks or chats are common behaviors in 
the Asian communication patterns. People like to engage in 
chats because it helps to build rapport and establish 
connections. Unfortunately Samad's company did not allow 
instant messaging anymore for GVTs. Before, he had 
engaged in many small talks with his teams in Brunei, the 
                                                          
1 In order to ensure confidentiality in reporting the result, 
we have used two approaches. One is to report the 
respondents’ names based on the codes we assigned to them  
such as M6, I2 or C20. The initial M represents Malay, I 
represents India, while C represents Chinese. Another way 
of reporting the result is to use  fictitious names such as 
Samad, Aini, and etc. in order to create a more vivid 
description of the situation at hand. 
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Philippines, and Indonesia. He could talk about everything 
with instant messaging, but felt that he could not do small 
talk through phone calls or email, especially when it comes 
to decision making. A phone call is only to do business, and 
one cannot tell when is a convenient time to call. It becomes 
more complex because members of GVTs are widely 
separated and in different time zones. He said in order to 
understand how a person works in a particular country, he 
has to spend three to five days with them in that country.  
Apart from close relationship, Aini (M9) expressed 
the feeling that with the Eastern cultures, decision making is 
a grueling process because there is so much red tape 
involved. In a situation like this, Aznita (M10) said she will 
not push for an answer but will follow up with sequential 
updates. In the follow-ups she will ask many questions until 
she gets an answer. Relating to her own experience, Aini 
countered that she had faced a situation with a client from 
China where the agreement was not signed for one year 
even when follow-ups were made. Both Aini and Aznita 
suggested that the best strategy for obtaining quick 
decisions lay in such careful steps: visit the sites, then 
follow up with emails, and finally get their boss to approach 
the other boss.  
Azmi (M14) further added that Indians and 
Pakistanis do make decisions, but they can also change it 
afterwards—i.e. they communicate in an indirect manner, 
"beating around the bush," and mostly they are fickle-
minded. They liked to talk a lot during the 
videoconferencing and decide on something but then would 
break their promises. For example, Aleena (M15) recounted 
an experience in which she waited for a delayed project for 
three months.  
Azizan (M17) said that Americans or other 
Westerners will give a better solution and decisions, for 
example, quicker and reliable responses and will take the 
time to explain why something cannot be done.  Almost all 
the respondents seemed to agree that Westerners make 
decisions rather quickly. They set an agenda, they follow the 
agenda, and then they decide. If the decisions turn out to be 
flawed or incorrect, they quickly sit down and resolve the 
problems so that the next best solution can be identified. For 
the Western culture, decisions can be made by anyone -- it 
does not matter as long as the person is representing the 
project management office. On the other hand, in Eastern 
cultures, people need a higher ranked manager to push them 
to do the job. But for the Western culture, only a logical 
explanation is needed for them to make decisions. 
 Decision making is more complex when team 
members do not listen or do not want to get involved in any 
decision making. Umairah (M19) described a Taiwanese 
team he worked with that had this attitude, which slowed 
down the process and affected performance. In contrast, 
when it comes to the American team, people listened, 
appreciated members' ideas, got team members involved in 
every meeting, and gave them freedom in decisions for any 
technical issues. By contrast the team from Taipei gave them 
strict instructions to be followed. 
B. Patterns of CMC Usage 
Varied management practices exist when it comes to using 
CMC. Some of the questions we asked were: “What are you 
and your GVT members’ preferences?” and “In what 
context do your GVTs use CMC vs. face-to-face meetings?”
All the respondents agreed that technology is an efficient 
tool for collaboration, particularly when people are working 
across different continents, but that it also depends on the 
culture they are dealing with.  
According to Samad (M5), the Singaporeans are 
very accepting of email technology. On the other hand, the 
Indonesians prefer the human touch. They expect an initial 
face to face meeting, so the team will liaise with them via 
audio conference. As he said, “It is nice welcoming gesture, 
you know, and they like it.” Respondents also recognized 
that face-to-face is not the most feasible strategy for GVTs 
as it is time consuming and expensive. In this respect, 
people felt that it is better to make a phone call. One 
drawback observed was that writing an email can be 
construed as rude or distrustful. Samad witnessed one 
instance where a deal was almost called off for this reason. 
An email is like putting something on record to show to the 
superior. It is a way to safeguard oneself in an organization. 
Samad felt that email will consume his time; using the 
phone is indicative of one’s respect towards the other 
person’s feelings compared to writing an email. In short, 
most of the respondents recognized that it is the relationship 
aspect that is lacking in the use of CMC.  Shahril (M21) in 
particular suggested that “during stress or under duress one 
cannot use the email.”  
On the other hand, several interviewees 
acknowledged that email would be advantageous in certain 
situations. For instance, Samad would email very bad news 
and then wait for five minutes to call the person, particularly 
when he dealt with team members from Eastern countries. 
This would have a calming effect on the person. He felt that 
this is a way to salvage something out of a bad situation.  
For good news, he would call the person to hear their 
response.  
The typical Malaysian culture is based on face to 
face meetings, similar to the Japanese culture--they have 
strong preference for a face to face meeting. Samad (M5) 
said he had never done a virtual meeting with the Japanese 
as they did not want it, and because of how they speak. 
Face-to-face meetings with the Japanese, he said, are long. 
An email cannot convey a message clearly; an audio 
conference is often used as a substitute. If the project it big 
enough to be justified they will go there for a face to face 
meeting to get a clear picture. After a relationship is 
developed, they can email their Japanese team. As Samad 
(C5) concluded, the process of collaborating with the 
Japanese is very complex as they do not consider CMC 
sufficient for developing a strong relationship.  
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For Western cultures such as the USA, they find it 
much easier to deal with matters over email; to them, the 
technology is as efficient as face-to-face. This is different 
than with the Asian cultures, who prefer personal 
interactions in which email only works as a formality. 
Sometimes email is also used by the team members as an 
evidence of performance in which they used the function 
called ‘cc’ sent to the team as well as the boss. 
Besides looking at the problem solving approaches 
outline above, we asked interviewees to describe the way 
they communicate using email.  For example, we further ask 
them “How do you initially write the email when you 
introduce yourself?" This question provides insight into 
whether people are more task-oriented or more relationship-
oriented. Findings illuminated the manner in which people 
respond using emails. Many of the respondents that we 
interviewed reported that Asians wrote lengthy emails with 
elaborate introductions in the initial email. Westerners on 
the other hand go straight to the point in their introductory 
message. Westerners also provide a more instruction-based 
email, rather than lengthy emails with ambiguous statements 
that camouflage any decisions or comments made.  
Ricardo Wong (C22) supported this viewpoint by 
saying that the Japanese would not give a solution via email 
because they do not want to be seen as responsible by 
answering the email [do you mean, by answering in 
writing?]. Instead, they prefer to travel to Malaysia to solve 
the problems. The Americans on the contrary would help 
through e-mail. Video conferencing is seen [by whom?] as a 
better way but seemed to be reserved only for meetings with 
top management (as in Malaysian firms). In Malaysia Wong 
said he would first e-mail to the person who is in charge and 
then instruct the teams to take care of a customer who is 
interested in buying an item, even if he is not directly in 
charge.  
Balan (I1) felt that an introductory face-to-face 
meeting with the persons involved in the international team 
was helpful to him in understanding the mood of the person.  
He felt that mood is important in an e-mail communication 
as it helps solve problems in varied manner. He used email 
as evidence and kept email for four years. He also interacted 
with other staff by e-mail to remind them of what had to be 
done and kept his boss aware of what he was doing. 
Many of the respondents strongly believed that 
email is effective in getting a project done, but certainly not 
adequate for the personal touch. In the case of an urgent 
problem, people will still resort to phone calls or face-to-
face meetings. 
Amin (M6), Razif (M7), and Rozali (M8) all stated 
that a CMC should not be a burden to the users. Recounting 
his experience, Razif said he was once trained for a system 
which was not completed.  It was so frustrating that 
consequently many people resigned.  He felt that the 
decision to procure a system must not be based on profit 
making. Instead, Rozali suggested that the selection of a 
system should involve the end users. Unfortunately, who 
makes the final decision often depends on the technological 
investment. Amin felt that all these problems are rooted in 
the whole telecommunication system, not just the 
information technology. He felt that a CMC system cannot 
work as well as a manual one,  and that is the main problem. 
He relied on technology a great deal and felt that a simple 
email application which is connected to his mobile phone  
helps greatly whenever he has a meeting or needs to confirm 
a meeting. He felt that the culture of the virtual world is one 
and the same across the world. As Rozali added, “…the 
technology culture in the world of telecommunication is the 
same and used by everyone. People can adopt the 
technology and it is not a problem, but it is the culture that 
creates the complexities.”  
Amin felt that in his work he does not need a face 
to face meeting with his teams or customers. Most of his 
work is simply to get information from the teams in order to 
pass it on to his customers. Thus, he felt that the virtual 
culture is more important than the actual culture of the 
people. For example, people need to know how to use email 
and/or instant messaging like YM.  
For Razif, who is involved in sales, relationship is more 
important, so he fully utilizes technology to establish 
friendship, secure a deal, and maintain relationships with his 
teams as well as his customers. Working at a distance, he felt 
comfortable operating with teams from South Central Asia 
as they are also doing sales, the same line as he is. He also 
found the Indians are more Americanized and more task-
oriented, and hence he had not experienced many problems 
with them. But team members from Bangladesh or Pakistan, 
he said, had to be pushed and called many times before they 
did any work. He had to call them by phone as they would 
not respond to his emails. In that respect, technology failed 
him. 
IV. CONCLUSION
Our findings also revealed that people are more affected by 
cultural differences as manifested in their management 
practices due to cultural distance. In essence, cultural 
distance intensifies geographical distance. As such, 
technology can be a facilitating tool for effective 
collaboration among global virtual teams and not a 
hindrance, but it must be selected carefully so that cultural 
biases are accommodated. We conclude by strongly 
suggesting that MNCs need to consider new strategies of 
managing GVTs. New cross-cultural competencies need to 
be developed that align technology and cultural values so 
that issues of incompatibility become less risky for GVTs.
Our study has initiated the abovementioned 
explorative questions for further investigation.  What is 
interesting from this study is that people are able not only to 
make the switches contingent upon the situations but also to 
transcend their own normative cultural values  when 
necessary (Zakaria, 2006). Hence, one important feature of 
these illustrative descriptions is the fact that people in 
Malaysia seem to demonstrate the "switching" behaviors. 
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For example, we found evidence that Malaysians use a more 
direct communication style in email when communicating 
with Americans as compared to when they communicate 
with the Koreans.   
There are several aspects that need to be further explored 
in order to provide a further understanding on how GVTs 
operate by displaying the ‘switching’ behaviors. Some of the 
following might usefully be explored in future research: 
• In what ways do people use varied strategies and 
mannerisms when working in GVTs? 
• Why do people display switching behaviors in 
GVTs? 
Some of the above questions could be examined in a 
different distributed work context. For the future direction, 
such research is expected to tease out many variations 
depending on the nature of the industry as well as the 
cultural values explored. 
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